‘Position’ as Combinatory Conditionality of a Language Unit  by Vlavatskaya, Marina V.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  154 ( 2014 )  297 – 300 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of National Research Tomsk State University.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.10.155 
THE XXV ANNUAL INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC CONFERENCE, LANGUAGE AND 
CULTURE, 20-22 October 2014 
‘Position’ as Combinatory Conditionality of a Language Unit 
Marina V. Vlavatskaya* 
Novosibirsk State Technical University, Karl Marx Street, 20, Novosibirsk, 630073, Russia 
Abstract 
Within Combinatory Linguistics of special importance is the concept ‘position’ of a language sign. The term ‘significance of a 
position’ means the conditions influencing ability or inability to use a unit of language system in the environment of other units. 
Significance of the position corresponds to the concept of language norm. In Combinatory Linguistics ‘position’ is closely related 
to the main condition for existence of a language unit as part of a complex unit or its place in the language system, while the 
concept ‘significance of a position’ is related to language norm and accuracy of semantic content within a particular utterance. 
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1. Introduction 
Before we talk about the concept ‘position’ it must be emphasized that the use of this term is appropriate to a 
particular language unit, which is located in the linear environment of other similar units. The term ‘position’ is of 
particular importance in Combinatory Linguistics that studies syntagmatic properties of language units and their 
combinatory potential (Vlavatskaya, 2013).   
Combinatory Linguistics represents a synthesis of two areas. First, it is sintagmatics which denotes the aspect of 
language containing the language rules of combinability of single-level units. Secondly, it is combinatorics, which 
content is making and studying combinations of language units that are subordinated to certain communicative tasks 
in the given conditions of their implementation and can be formed of the given number of words. 
Depending on a selected unit of analysis within the framework of Combinatory Linguistics such sections are 
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formed as combinatory phonology, combinatory morphology, combinatory lexicology and combinatory syntax. 
Relevance of the combinatory area in linguistics is caused by the following reasons: 
1) the need for classification and systematic description of the combinatory properties of linguistic units; 
2) interest in the study of functional and speech aspect of language; 
3) the need of studying the cognitive aspect of combinability; 
4) expansion of foreign language teaching that involves the need for comparative and typological research of 
combinability in different languages; 
5) the need of compiling dictionaries of combinatory type for different areas of language use, etc. 
Particular attention should be paid to the term ‘sintagmatics’, which by general definition means the system of 
natural connection of language units and categories in the course of their speech functioning. Nevertheless, 
according to the Big Encyclopedic Dictionary ‘Linguistics’ (1998) this term often shows polysemy and means: 
1) the syntagmatic aspect of language and speech;  
2) the type of horizontal relations of language units in the language system;  
3) the analysis of linear relations of language signs which appear in a speech chain, etc.; 
The study of combinatory properties of language units belongs to syntagmatics, their formal and semantic 
manifestations form a system and determine the importance of their reflection from the viewpoint of both theoretical 
and applied areas of linguistics. 
2. The importance of a language unit position in combinatory linguistics 
In syntagmatics language units are considered as not equal and interchangeable but as positionally ordered 
(Panov, 1999. p. 12). Language elements follow one another, form a syntagma (language chain) or phrase and 
represent an integral syntactic intonational and semantic unit. From this point of view syntagmatics is defined as the 
function of language units’ distinction, in other words, the relations of language units in one position. While 
studying syntagmatics of any element, you shouldn’t ignore its position in speech or place taken by the element 
(unit, etc.) in an utterance or its part.  
The derivative adjective ‘positional’ corresponds to the concept ‘combinatory’, i.e. conditioned, non-independent, 
dependent; determined by the environment and dependent on the position, caused by the position (Akhmanova, 
2004). This meaning is put in the concept of Combinatory Linguistics, i.e. the area of linguistics that studies 
language units and their properties in contextual environment or certain situation caused by the position of these 
language signs.  
At the same time properties of the position are closely connected with properties of the system as a whole and 
with properties of system units in particular. The term ‘position’ is widely used in linguistics, though in different 
branches of linguistics it has different meanings. According to O.P. Kasymova, position is ‘the condition for 
existence of a language unit as a part of more complex one, i.e. position is a place in the system’ (Kasymova, 2009). 
The concept ‘position’ corresponds to the related notion of valence which reflects a connection of elements in the 
language system. However, valence is largely determined by properties of the unit, while ‘position’ is a property of 
the structure of a composite language unit. In linguistic literature ‘valence’ is regarded as an example of words as 
sense carriers, while ‘position’ is an obligatory element of any system (Kasymova, 2009). Consequently, the concept 
of position is wider than the concept of valence. 
An important property of the position is ‘significance’, i.e. conditions that determine possibility or impossibility 
of the use of language system units in particular environment of other units (Kasymova, 2009). ‘The significance of 
a position’ is a part of language properties which is inherent in any unit in this position, thus properties can have 
various character (semantic, phonetic, etc.). On the one hand, the significance of a position perfectly goes with 
meanings and other properties of language units that provide stability of the language system and possibility of 
effective implementation of the communicative function of language. On the other hand, in case ‘when  significance 
of a position and property discord, the significance of a position prevails in language consciousness and a composite 
unit manages to function thanks to the significance of a position’ (Kasymova, 2009. p. 25). 
The concept ‘position’ also correlates with the concept ‘language norm’, about which today there is no consensus 
today. In this regard at present, it is essentially important that norm is not considered as a separate level (level of 
traditional realization) and in fact is included in the level of uses. Norm is restricted by possibilities of the language 
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system and structure. Restrictions by the system possibilities denote inadmissibility of formations in modern norm 
according to models which are absent in modern system. Structural restrictions of norm are restrictions with 
realization of the system opportunities: not all possibilities of the system are realized, there are empty places, which 
can be filled in the use, but do not correspond to the norm (cf. the train pro-going station). Defining the restriction 
imposed on the norm it is necessary to take into account ‘the sphere of use’, i.e. literary or non-literary use 
(Itskovich, 1970).  
Another thing to bear in mind is that violation of language norm happens generally for two reasons: ignorance of 
combinability rules (foreigners and semiliterate native speakers) and creation of comic effect (writers-satirists, 
humorists, etc.). Let us consider some unusual word combinations from the book of M.N. Zadornov (2006), which 
violate the norms of collocability and clearly demonstrate the significance of the word position:  
x ɡɚɳɢɬɧɢɤ ɞɚɬɱɚɧ ɩɨɞɧɹɥ ɧɨɝɭ, ɢ ɚɬɚɤɚ ɝɨɥɥɚɧɞɰɟɜ ɡɚɯɥɟɛɧɭɥɚɫɶ;  
x …ɭ ɦɟɧɹ ɨɬ ɧɚɲɟɝɨ ɩɪɟɡɢɞɟɧɬɚ ɜɨɥɨɫɵ ɜ ɠɢɥɚɯ ɫɬɵɧɭɬ…;  
x …ɩɚɥɶɰɟɦ ɜ ɧɟɛɨ ɫɦɨɬɪɹɬ…;  
x …ɜɫɬɚɥ ɢ ɩɨɲɺɥ, ɤɚɤ ɢɫɬɭɤɚɧ…;  
x …ɫɥɭɲɚɣɬɟ ɦɟɧɹ ɜɧɹɬɧɨ…;  
x …ɧɟ ɧɚɞɨ ɜɨɡɛɭɠɞɚɬɶ ɫɩɨɤɨɣɫɬɜɢɟ…, etc.  
Let us take other illustrations from English:  
x one by-product of raising cattle is calves,  
x the four seasons are salt, pepper, mustard and vinegar, etc. 
Collocability violation is manifested in unusual contexts caused by the wrong use of words connected with 
ignorance of language norms or language game, for example: 
Old gentleman: It is a board school you go to? 
 Child: No, sir. I believe it be a brick one. 
– Why did the cat come down from the tree? 
– Because it saw the tree bark. 
Passenger: – Guard! How long will be the next train? 
 Guard: – About six carriages, sir.  
Collocability in these contexts is constructed so that does not allow differentiating the meanings of homonyms:  
1) board (primary and long piece of wood);  
2) bark (the hard substance that covers a tree and the short loud sound that a dog makes).  
In the third dialogue there is a collision of two meanings of polysemantic word long:  
1) «used for saying or asking how far it is from one end of something to the other» with the word ‘how’ is 
translated ‘what is the length?’;  
2) «lasting long time» with the same word is translated ‘when’. In this case the question of the passenger: How 
long will be the next train? was misunderstood by the guard, i.e. ‘What length there will be the next train?’. As you 
can see, in these contexts the position of the language unit plays a very important role.  
However, it is necessary to take into account that ‘the language game aims at the comic effect and violation of 
norms in this case has an esthetic or psychological value caused by the peculiarities of national mentality …’ 
(Kasymova, 2009. p. 29). 
 Let us consider some more examples. 
x Ʉɥɟɣ «Ɇɨɦɟɧɬ»: ɨɬɨɪɜɚɬɶɫɹ ɧɟɜɨɡɦɨɠɧɨ (Zadornov, 2006). 
x Ɇɨɥɨɞɚɹ ɛɵɥɚ ɧɟ ɦɨɥɨɞɚ (Ilf and Petrov, 1974). 
x A farm can produce produce. 
x We polish the Polish furniture. 
x The soldier decided to dessert in the desert. 
‘A lexical position’ is a condition for lexical meanings manifestation, context, variation of language units’ 
positions (Kasymova, 2007. p. 18). In strong positions lexical units (polysemants or homonyms) differ, for example,  
He had to pay a hefty fine, in weak ones they do not differ, or they are neutralized, for example, in phrase Fine for 
parking, at least for some people (e.g. foreigners) the context can be regarded as ambiguous: it is not sufficient to 
determine accurately whether or not the place is the most suitable for car parking or parking in this place is 
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punishable by a fine. 
Or to take a different instance, 
- And what would you do in my shoes? 
- Polish them. 
Violation of lexical position in this case is caused by the use of phraseological unit in my shoes in direct reading / 
meaning, i.e. in its literal interpretation.  
This is another example.  
- If you don’t marry me, Jane, I’ll hang myself on a tree in front of your house. 
- Oh, Jonny, don’t. You know my father hates young men hanging about the house. 
Looking at these examples, we can see that violation of a lexical position happens at the expense of literal playing 
upon the meaning of phrasal verb to hang about. 
3. Conclusions 
Therefore, a lexical position plays an important role in differentiation of word meanings and is understood as 
realization of a word as a part of more complex language unit (phrase or sentence). 
In Russian linguistics concepts ‘position’ and ‘position properties’ of lexical units practically have not been 
considered. However, the scientific interest in ‘negative language material’ can demonstrate manifestation of the 
significance of a language unit position, which allows these units to carry out a certain function and to provide 
consistency of the language structure. 
Properties of positions in different sections of language are different, since they are in different areas and can be 
characterized by different features of the system. According to M.V. Panov, a language system as a whole is ‘a set of 
positional structures in which units vary, appear in different shades depending on other units with which they are 
correlated, connected ... Existence of a language unit ... is determined by its relationships with other units of the 
same system’(Panov, 1999). Proceeding from it, position is the most important feature of the language system and 
the condition for existence of language units. The main property of position can be defined as ‘significance’. The 
position of an element (word) as a part of compositional unit possesses certain semantic properties which in 
normative speech are consolidated with the meaning and purpose of the language unit. According to O. P. 
Kasymova, the positional significance acts, first, as a factor limiting ‘filling’ of a language form with this or that 
meaning and, secondly, as a factor promoting ‘filling’ of a language form by certain content (Kasymova, 2009. 
p.49).  
Thus, the significance of a position is the integral condition for providing correct utterances in speech and, 
consequently, the condition providing stability of the language structure. The concept of position is of particular 
importance in Combinatory Linguistics, since it is closely related to the condition for existence of a language unit as 
part of a complex unit, or its place in the language system, and the concept of language norm and accuracy of 
semantic content within a particular utterance correspond to the concept of the significance of a position. 
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